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It somehow seems fitting that in Bill Bryson’s last congregation as Chancellor, we 

celebrate the lifetime achievements of Carol Ann Carr. Carol was born and educated 

in County Durham were she has worked for the whole of her life. She trained as a 

secretary and arguably became the most accomplished secretary that has ever lived. 

With qualifications of 3 GCE O’ levels and a Secretarial Diploma she originally found 

employment in Sunderland Health Authority where within three years she was 

promoted to Personal Secretary to the Chief Administrator, before taking the job of 

Secretary to the Director of the post-graduate education in Durham University 

Business School.  

 

In 1975 Carol left full time employment to start a family with her husband and 

champion Mike. She returned to a series of temporary and part time jobs in the 

University in 1983. In 1987 with both children settled in school Carol returned to full 

time employment as Principal’s PA and Secretary in the College of St Hild and St 

Bede. It was here that Carol discovered her vocation and Hild Bede discovered its 

College Mum! Carol’s energy and ability very quickly garnered her the trust and 

admiration of the students, so much so that at the Fresher’s welcome the following 

year, the students made the then Principal of the College, Vernon Armitage, a name 

badge stating in bold letters that he was “Carol’s Little Helper”. Vernon in turn 

recognised Carol’s ability to manage the students’ welfare needs and increasingly 

encouraged her to expand her role in student support. Indeed the students 

increasingly came to see Carol as the friendly face of Hild Bede to the extent that in 

1993 Vernon and Carol were both offered parts in the Drama Society’s production of 

Bugsy Malone.  Vernon was invited to play the part of the Ventriloquist’s Dummy 

whilst Carol was invited to play the Ventriloquist. As Vernon would say, type cast 

again! It was also in 1993 that Carol was awarded an honorary life membership of 

the Hild Bede Student Representative Council for her services to student welfare, an 

award unique for a College secretary!  
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Now it is true to say that Hild Bede students are not slow to come forward and 

following the retirement of the Vice Principal, Miss Lilian Groves, the President of the 

Student Representative Council, Alistair McLean, took it upon himself to write to the 

Chair of the University Promotions Committee to suggest Carol’s promotion. He 

wrote: “The College does not have a Senior Tutor and rather than appoint one, the 

students have asked that Mrs Carr should perform the pastoral role that the Senior 

Tutor would be expected to perform.” Always sensitive to students’ wishes, the 

committee promptly ignored this advice and appointed a new Senior Tutor in 1996, 

Dr Alan Pearson. Actually on this occasion the University got it right because Alan 

and Carol formed a partnership that established the gold standard for welfare 

support in a Durham College. Alan encouraged Carol to further expand her welfare 

role and the University did eventually recognise her value by increasing her salary by 

a handsome £432 a year! Following his own appointment as Principal in 2000, Alan 

continued to promote Carol’s worth to the College and the University and the girl who 

started out with three O’ levels was successively promoted to Student Support 

Officer and finally Senior Tutor in 2005. Some would argue twelve years after she 

adopted the role! 

 

Now as any Senior Tutor will tell you, students who have just left home have issues! 

As the largest undergraduate College, Hild Bede has more than its fair share of 

students with issues. I asked Carol if she could recollect any students with particular 

issues and she told me about a young man, who through his penchant for dark 

clothing and a solitary predisposition, was known as the Black Panther. In need of a 

friend, this young man went to Newcastle where he purchased as a pet a very large, 

but not very cuddly Tarantula. Now, in any College community secrets are hard to 

keep and several girls who were neighbours of the Black Panther complained to 

Carol about the presence of the spider and asked to be moved! Worse, when she 

phoned the RSPCA to ask for advice, she was told that if the spider wasn’t being fed 

properly they might have to sue to College! Not wishing to find out how to feed a 

Tarantula, Carol eventually persuaded the student to send it back to the pet shop 

and find proper friends!  

 

 
 

In summing up it would be much more fitting to quote the words of a Hild Bede 

student than to concoct my own. On hearing of her award of an honorary degree a 

2



3 
 

former student wrote: “Dear Carol, I was thrilled to hear about the very great honour 

you will be receiving from the University. I honestly doubt there will ever have been a 

more deserving recipient. I’m lucky to still be very close to many of the people I met 

at Hild Bede, and when we reminisce your name comes up more than you would 

imagine. You really made such a massive difference to so many student lives. I often 

think that some people do such extraordinary things so naturally that they are the 

only ones not to realize what an impact they are having. So just in case you are not 

already sick of hearing people say thank you, “Thank You”! Carol’s response was 

typically modest, “I am not quite sure why I am getting an award for doing a job 

which I loved so much?” Therein lies the reason for the award!  

 

Mr Chancellor I present Carol Ann Carr to receive the degree of Master of Education 

honoris causa.” 
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